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(S?) A method and system for efficient bus allo- 
cation in a multimedia computer system (10) 
which includes a processor (24), a memory (26) 
and multiple input/output devices which are 
coupled together via a bus (36) which has a 
maximum data transfer rate. The transfer of 
audio, video, or other time sensitive data within 
the computer system to various presentation 
devices must be accomplished at certain pre- 
determined rates in order to support selected 
applications. An arbitration level indicator 
which may be utilized to indicate a priority of 
bus access is associated with each presentation 
device which may contend for bus access. The 
bus is then divided into a series of time frames 
which are subdivided into smaller time inter- 
vals. During selected time intervals the arbi- 
tration level indicators associated with a 
particular presentation devices are temporarily 
reordered to guarantee bus access at the re- 
quired data rate. 
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The present invention relates in general to an im- 
proved multimedia computer system and in particular 
to an efficient method for bus allocation in a multime- 
dia computer system. Still more particularly, the pres- 
ent invention relates to a bus allocation technique 
which guarantees bus access for a selected input/out- 
put device at a predetermined data rate. 

The interchange of data within a data processing 
system is a well known feature of modern state-of- 
the-art computer systems. Text and graphics data 
may be efficiently interchanged between the various 
subsystems within a computer system utilizing well 
known bus techniques; however, modern computer 
systems have begun to utilize so-called "multimedia" 
data. That is, presentations containing audio, video, 
text, graphics and image combined into a common 
presentation. 

One common characteristic of multimedia data is 
that the data must be presented in a time domain sen- 
sitive manner which is acceptable to human sensory 
systems. For example, video data, in the form of full 
motion pictures, typically requires precisely timed up- 
dates at a rate of twenty-four to thirty frames of data 
per second within the video subsystem refresh mem- 
ory. This information is typically stored within the 
computer system as compressed data and retrieved 
from a mass storage device or network connection. 
Similarly, audio data, even if stored in a compressed 
manner, must be presented at timed rates which are 
necessary to faithfully produce human speech, music 
or other audio in a manner which is acceptable to the 
human ear. 

Thus, multimedia and other real time input/output 
devices in a personal computer system must receive 
and transmit data at guaranteed time intervals. Typi- 
cally these devices are attached to a bus which is 
shared by other devices which may or may not have 
stringent time interval requirements. It is thus unde- 
sirable to have these time critical input/output devices 
gain control of the bus and transfer data while exclud- 
ing all other devices from utilizing the bus until all data 
transfer for a time period is complete. Further, normal 
bus arbitration mechanisms employed within such 
computers typically do not include mechanisms to as- 
sure that these time critical data transfers are per- 
formed when required. This is particularly true when 
more than one time critical input/output device is cou- 
pled to a computer bus. 

Thus, it should be apparent that a need exists for 
a method and system for efficient bus allocation in a 
multimedia computer system or other time sensitive 
data transfer systems which can be utilized to guar- 
antee bus access for particular input/output devices 
at a predetermined data rate. 

Viewed from one aspect the present invention 
provides a method for bus allocation in a computer 
system having a processor, a memory and a plurality 
of input/output devices coupled together via a bus 



having a maximum data transfer rate, said method 
comprising the steps of: associating an arbitration 
level indicator with each of said plurality of input/out- 
put devices within said computer system; ordering 

5 said arbitration level indicators to indicate a priority of 
bus access for each associated input/output device; 
dividing said bus into a plurality of consecutive time 
intervals; and selectively and temporarily reordering 
said arbitration level indicators within particular ones 

10 of said plurality of consecutive time intervals wherein 
bus access for selected input/output devices may be 
guaranteed at predetermined data rates. 

Viewed from another aspect the present inven- 
tion provides a computer system having a processor, 

15 a memory, and a plurality of input/output devices cou- 
pled together via a bus having a maximum data trans- 
fer rate, and a system for bus allocation, the allocation 
system comprising: means for associating an arbitra- 
tion level indicator with each of said plurality of in- 

20 put/output devices within said computer system; 
means for ordering said arbitration level indicators to 
indicate a priority of bus access for each associated 
input/output device; means for dividing said bus into 
a plurality of consecutive time intervals; and means 

25 for selectively and temporarily reordering said arbitra- 
tion level indicators within particular ones of said plur- 
ality of consecutive time intervals wherein bus ac- 
cess for selected input/output devices may be guar- 
anteed at predetermined data rates. 

30 The method and system of the present invention 
may be utilized for efficient bus allocation in a multi- 
media computer system which includes a processor, 
a memory and multiple input/output devices which 
are coupled together via a bus which has a maximum 

35 data transfer rate. The transfer of audio, video, or 
other time sensitive data within the computer system 
to various presentation devices must be accomplish- 
ed at certain predetermined rates in order to support 
selected applications. An arbitration level indicator 

40 which may be utilized to indicate a priority of bus ac- 
cess is associated with each presentation device 
which may contend for bus access. The bus is then 
divided into a series of time frames which are subdi- 
vided into smaller time intervals. During selected time 

45 intervals the arbitration level indicators associated 
with a particular presentation devices are temporarily 
reordered to guarantee bus access at the required 
data rate. 

In order that the invention may be fully under- 
50 stood a preferred embodiment thereof will now be de- 
scribed, by way of example only, with reference to the 
accompanying drawings in which: 

Figure 1 is a pictorial representation of a multi- 
media computer system which may be utilized to 
55 implement a method and system in accordance 
with the present invention; 
Figure 2 is a high level block diagram of the mul- 
timedia computer system of Figure 1; 
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Figure 3 is a pictorial representation of time inter- 
val allocation of arbitration level indicators in ac- 
cordance with the method and system of the 
present invention; 

Figure 4 is a high level block diagram of a bus al- 5 
location system provided in accordance with the 
method and system of the present invention; and 
Figure 5 is a high level logic flowchart illustrating 
a process for implementing the method and sys- 
tem of the present invention. 1 o 
With reference now to the figures and in particu- 
lar with reference to Figure 1, there is depicted a pic- 
torial representation of a multimedia computer sys- 
tem 10 which may be utilized to implement the meth- 
od and system of the present invention . As illustrated, is 
multimedia computer system 10 preferably includes a 
processor unit 12 and a display 14 which is capable 
of presenting video display data in the form of graph- 
ics, text or full motion video. A keyboard 16 is provided 
for receiving user inputs to multimedia computer sys- 20 
tern 10 and, multimedia computer system 10 prefer- 
ably includes a pair of audio speakers 18 and 20. 
These speakers are typically coupled to an audio out- 
put adapter within processor unit 12 in a manner well 
known to those having ordinary skill in the art 25 

Referring now to Figure 2, there is depicted a 
high level block diagram of multimedia computer sys- 
tem 10 of Figure 1. As illustrated, multimedia comput- 
er system 10 preferably includes a processor 24 
which is coupled to memory 26 via memory con- 30 
trol/bus control 28. These elements are then coupled 
to multiple input/output devices via bus 36 in a man- 
ner well known to those having ordinary skill in the art 
As illustrated within Figure 2, multimedia com- 
puter system 10 preferably includes multiple diverse 35 
types of input/output devices including an audio pre- 
sentation device 38 and a video presentation device 
44. Similarly, as is common in such devices, a net- 
work input/output port 40 is also coupled to bus 36, 
which permits processor 24 to transmit and receive 40 
data from a network. 

As is also illustrated within Figure 2 an expan- 
sion bus which includes multiple expansion slots 50 
is also typically provided within a multimedia comput- 
er system, such as multimedia computer system 10. 45 
The transmission and reception of data to and from 
devices within these expansion slots is generally con- 
trolled via expansion bus control 48 in a manner 
which is well known in the art Additionally, an exter- 
nal disk device 46 may also be coupled to processor so 
24 via bus 36 in the manner illustrated within Figure 
2. 

Finally, an input/output controller 42 is coupled to 
bus 36 and is typically utilized to control various in- 
put/output devices, such as a keyboard 52, mouse 54, 55 
or disk device 56. A serial port 58 and parallel port 60 
may also be provided utilizing input/output controller 
42. 



In view of the above, it should be apparent to 
those having ordinary skill in the art that it is not un- 
likely that one or more input/output devices may re- 
quire data to be transmitted via bus 36 simultaneous- 
ly. As discussed above, these requirements may in- 
clude certain required data rates in order to provide a 
multimedia output which is consistent with human 
sensory requirements. In accordance with the meth- 
od and system of the present invention, this is accom- 
plished utilizing bus arbitration control unit 30 which 
includes both a time division multiplex control 32 and 
a bus arbitration control 34. In a manner which will be 
explained in greater detail herein, time division multi- 
plex control 32 and bus arbitration control 34 are util- 
ized to ensure bus access for selected input/output 
devices at a predetermined data rate. 

With reference now to Figure 3, there is depicted 
a pictorial representation of time interval allocation of 
arbitration level indicators in accordance with the 
method and system of the present invention. As illu- 
strated within Figure 3, bus 36 is preferably divided 
into a plurality of time frames, one of which is partially 
illustrated within Figure 3. Each time frame repre- 
sents a period of time T* as indicated at reference nu- 
meral 72. Each time frame is then further divided into 
a plurality of time intervals. In the depicted embodi- 
ment of the present invention one hundred time inter- 
vals are present within each time frame. 

In the depicted embodiment of the present inven- 
tion each time frame constitutes a predetermined 
period of time, for example one hundred microsec- 
onds, five hundred microseconds, etc. In the pictorial 
representation of Figure 3, the time interval utilized 
for each frame is equal to five hundred microseconds 
and thus, by utilizing one hundred intervals per 
frame, each interval represents a five microsecond 
period. Thus, if the maximum data transfer rate for 
this bus is twenty megabytes per second and the par- 
ticular input/output device assigned Arbitration Level 
6 (A6) requires a data transfer rate of four megabytes 
per second, then every fifth interval within the frame 
will be allocated to that arbitration level. The device 
associated with Arbitration Level 6 (A6) can then 
burst twenty-five words (one hundred bytes) every 
twenty-five microseconds to achieve the required 
data rate. This device will also utilize every fifth inter- 
val within the frame between the 30th interval and the 
90th interval; however, for purposes of illustration 
these intervals are not illustrated. 

In this manner, the input/output device associat- 
ed with Arbitration Level 6 (A6) utilizes twenty per- 
cent of the intervals within each frame and is thus 
guaranteed to receive data at a rate of twenty percent 
of the maximum data bus rate. Of course, those skil- 
led in the art will appreciate that the percentage of bus 
bandwidth which is available for input/output devices 
will depend upon arbitration overhead and latency 
times; however, this example demonstrates a uni- 
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form distribution over time within each frame. 

Also illustrated within Figure 3 is an allocation of 
a portion of the bus to an input/output device which 
is assigned Arbitration Level 2 (A2). This device util- 
izes ten percent of the allocated intervals within each s 
frame to achieve a two megabyte data transfer rate. 
As illustrated within Figure 3, the intervals assigned 
are in groups of two adjacent intervals and will com- 
prise ten intervals out of each one hundred intervals. 
Thus, it should be apparent that the allocation of ar- 10 
bitration levels which are to be given priority within 
the various intervals of each frame may be distributed 
in a non-uniform or uniform manner. 

Upon reference to Figure 3, those skilled in the 
art will appreciate that it is simply a matter of storing 15 
within high speed memory an indication of which Ar- 
bitration Level is to be given the highest bus priority 
within a given interval within each frame of time on 
bus 36 (see Figure 2). In this manner, bus access at 
a predetermined guaranteed data rate may be acconv 20 
plished. The number of intervals within each frame 
which are assigned to a particular input/output device 
may be simply calculated based upon the maximum 
data rate available within the bus and the required 
data rate for a particular input/output device. 25 

Referring now to Figure 4, there is depicted a 
high level block diagram of a bus allocation system 
which may be provided in accordance with the meth- 
od and system of the present invention. As illustrated, 
an indication of which Arbitration Level is to be as- 30 
signed the highest priority within a given interval with- 
in each time frame for the bus is stored within high 
speed memory 70. Thereafter, as illustrated within 
Figure 4, a timer source is coupled to time interval 
counter 74. Time interval counter 74 is then utilized 35 
to determine which of the predetermined intervals 
within a frame is the current time interval. The output 
of time interval counter 74 is then coupled to time in- 
terval comparator 76 which, in conjunction with ad- 
dress register 80, is utilized to access a portion of high AO 
speed memory 70, which corresponds to the current 
time interval. The Arbitration Level stored within that 
location, if any, is then coupled via buffer 82 to bus 
arbftration control point 84. 

Bus arbitration control point 84 assigns the bus 45 
access priority for each input/output device by as- 
signing a particular priority for a selected Arbitration 
Level and for each subsequent arbitration level within 
the system. The priority of access assigned to subse- 
quent arbitration levels may be assigned in any man- so 
ner well known to those having ordinary skill in the art, 
such as a round-robin assignmenL 

Thus, for each interval within a time frame of the 
bus a particular Arbitration Level may be assigned as 
having the highest priority for bus access within that 55 
interval, thus guaranteeing access to the bus at a pre- 
determined data rate for the device associated with 
that Arbitration Level. When the final interval within 



the frame has been checked to determine whether or 
not the Arbitration Levels should be reordered for that 
interval, frame control 78 indicates that the frame is 
completed and causes address register 80 to return 
to the first interval within the frame. In this manner, 
the method and system of the present invention pro- 
vides a technique whereby bus access for a particular 
input/output device may be guaranteed at a predeter- 
mined rate. 

Finally, with reference to Figure 5, there is illu- 
strated a high level logic flowchart which depicts a 
process which may be utilized to implement the meth- 
od and system of the present invention. As depicted, 
the process begins at block 100 and thereafter pass- 
es to block 102. Block 102 illustrates the starting of 
the time counter. Thereafter, the process passes to 
block 104. Block 104 illustrates the loading and initial- 
ization of the interval pointer (see Figure 4). 

Next, the process passes to block 106. Block 106 
illustrates a determination of whether or not sufficient 
time has elapsed for the pointer to be moved to the 
next interval. If not, the process passes to block 108 
and returns to block 108 in an iterative fashion to de- 
termine whether or not the time for the next interval 
has occurred. 

Still referring to block 1 06 in the event the ti me for 
the next interval has occurred, the process passes to 
block 110. Block 110 illustrates the accessing of the 
entry within high speed memory 70 (see Figure 4) as- 
sociated with that interval. Thereafter, the process 
passes to block 112. Block 112 illustrates a determi- 
nation of whether or not a specified Arbitration Level 
is listed in association with that interval. If not, the 
process passes to block 114 which depicts the follow- 
ing of normal arbitration procedures. Thereafter, the 
process passes to block 118, for continued process- 
ing in a manner which will be explained in greater de- 
tail below. 

Referring again to block 112, in the event a spe- 
cified Arbitration Level is associated with the current 
interval, the process passes to block 116. Block 116 
illustrates the transmitting of the specified Arbitration 
Level listed within that interval to the bus arbitration 
control point The bus arbitration control point, as de- 
scribed above, then reorders the Arbitration Levels 
utilized to determine bus access priority for that par- 
ticular interval such that the specified Arbitration Lev- 
el is given the highest priority for bus access during 
that interval. Thereafter, the process passes to block 
118. 

Block 118 illustrates the incrementing of the in- 
terval pointer. Thereafter, the process passes to 
block 120. Block 120 illustrates a determination of 
whether or not the interval pointer indicates that the 
last interval in the frame has been considered and if 
not, the process returns in an iterative fashion to 
block 106 to await the occurrence of the next interval. 
However, in the event the end of a frame has occur- 
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red, the process passes to block 104 which, as descri- 
bed above, depicts the loading and initialization of the 
interval pointer at the beginning of the next frame of 
time within the bus. 

Upon reference to the foregoing those skilled in s 
the art will appreciate that a technique has been pro- 
vided whereby an ordered list of Arbitration Level in- 
dicators associated with particular input/output devic- 
es may be selectively and temporarily reordered dur- 
ing particular intervals of time in order to guarantee 10 
a particular input/output device access to the bus at 
a predetermined data rate. In this manner, the method 
and system of the present invention provides a tech- 
nique whereby access to the bus at a predetermined 
data rate may be guaranteed without unduly restrict- 15 
ing access to the bus by alternate devices. 



Claims 

20 

1. A method for bus allocation in a computer system 
having a processor, a memory and a plurality of 
input/output devices coupled together via a bus 
having a maximum data transfer rate, said meth- 
od comprising the steps of. 25 

associating an arbitration level indicator 
with each of said plurality of input/output devices 
within said computer system; 

ordering said arbitration level indicators to 
indicate a priority of bus access for each associ- 30 
ated input/output device; 

dividing said bus into a plurality of consec- 
utive time intervals; and 

selectively and temporarily reordering said 
arbitration level indicators within particular ones 35 
of said plurality of consecutive time intervals 
wherein bus access for selected input/output de- 
vices may be guaranteed at predetermined data 
rates. 

40 

2. A method as claimed in Claim 1, wherein said 
step of ordering said arbitration level indicator to 
indicate a priority of bus access for each associ- 
ated input/output device comprises the step of 
numerically ordering said arbitration level indica- 45 
tors in a round-robin sequence to indicate a pri- 
ority of bus access for each associated input/out- 
put device. 

3. A method as claimed in any of Claims 1 or 2, so 
wherein said step of dividing said bus into a plur- 
ality of consecutive time intervals comprises the 
steps of dividing said bus into a plurality of con- 
secutive frames and dividing each frame into a 
plurality of consecutive time intervals. 55 

4. A method as claimed in any of the preceding 
claims, wherein said step of selectively and tem- 



porarily reordering said arbitration level indica- 
tors within particular ones of said plurality of con- 
secutive time intervals comprises the step of des- 
ignating a particular one of said arbitration level 
indicators as a highest priority for bus access dur- 
ing a particular one of said plurality of time inter- 
vals. 

5. A method as claimed in any of Claims 1 to 3, 
wherein said step of selectively and temporarily 
reordering said arbitration level indicators within 
particular ones of said plurality of consecutive 
time intervals further includes the steps of: 

determining a required data transfer rate 
for a particular input/output device; 

calculating a first percentage of said max- 
imum data transfer rate of said bus required to 
meet said required data transfer rate; and 

designating an arbitration level associated 
with said particular input/output device as a high- 
est priority for bus access during a first percen- 
tage of said plurality of consecutive time inter- 
vals. 

6. A computer system having a processor, a mem- 
ory, and a plurality of input/output devices cou- 
pled together via a bus having a maximum data 
transfer rate, and a system for bus allocation, the 
allocation system comprising: 

means for associating an arbitration level 
indicator with each of said plurality of input/output 
devices within said computer system; 

means for ordering said arbitration level 
indicators to indicate a priority of bus access for 
each associated input/output device; 

means for dividing said bus into a plurality 
of consecutive time intervals; and 

means for selectively and temporarily re- 
ordering said arbitration level indicators within 
particular ones of said plurality of consecutive 
time intervals wherein bus access for selected in- 
put/output devices may be guaranteed at prede- 
termined data rates. 

7. A computer system as claimed in Claim 6, where- 
in said means for ordering said arbitration level 
indicator to indicate a priority of bus access for 
each associated input/output device comprises 
means for numerically ordering said arbitration 
level indicators in a round-robin sequence to in- 
dicate a priority of bus access for each associat- 
ed input/output device. 

8. A computer system as claimed in any of Claims 
6 or 7, wherein said means for dividing said bus 
into a plurality of consecutive time intervals com- 
prises means for dividing said bus into a plurality 
of consecutive frames and dividing each frame 
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into a plurality of consecutive time intervals. 

9. A computer system as claimed in any of Claims 
6 to 8, wherein said means for selectively and 
temporarily reordering said arbitration level indh 5 
caters within particular ones of said plurality of 
consecutive time intervals comprises means for 
designating a particular one of said arbitration 
level indicators as a highest priority for bus ac- 
cess during a particular one of said plurality of 10 
time intervals. 

10. A computer system as claimed in any of Claims 
6 to 8, wherein said means for selectively and 
temporarily reordering said arbitration level indh 15 
caters within particular ones of said plurality of 
consecutive time intervals further includes: 

means for determining a required data 
transfer rate for a particular input/output device; 

means for calculating a first percentage of 20 
said maximum data transfer rate of said bus re- 
quired to meet said required data transfer rate; 
and 

means for designating an arbitration level 
associated with said particular input/output de- 25 
vice as a highest priority for bus access during a 
first percentage of said plurality of consecutive 
time intervals. 
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